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Abstract 
This paper aims to capture the role of the analysis and assessment indicators of sustainable development of EU Member States 
during the last years. Based on the EU sustainable development indicators and not only it is shown how they can be used in the 
assessment of the three major dimensions of sustainable development: social, economic and environmental. Nowadays the 
concern to not limit options for future generation’ has become a priority for most governments around the world and not just 
Europe. The aim of this paper is the enhancement of the sustainability assessment framework by selecting the sustainable 
development indicators according to each country characteristics. The paper discusses several models of sustainable development 
analysis and identifies different indicators that were chosen to explain sustainability. With the aid of a thorough literature 
review and data analysis we provide arguments regarding the existence of a general model of social, economic and environmental
indicators which may be applied in every country and if such model could be appropriate. 
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1. Introduction 
In the last years it has been paid more attention to the concept of sustainable development (SD), we refer to 
governments or to the responsibility of individuals to meet their needs without compromising future generation’s 
situation. Also in the analysis of the literature, the SD concept became more popular, an increasing number of 
specialists chose to refer to this topic. 
Sustainable development as a process was and it is subject to monitoring and measurement through some selected 
indicators based on the goals to be achieved. Out of the need to establish a reference and analysis frame, at 
governmental level, strategies have been developed for SD. The orientation towards sustainable development has 
not achieved only at the macro level, but also at the micro level, a growing number of companies supporting the 
concept and making annual reports by highlighting to what extent their activity supports or contributes to sustainable 
development. This concern for SD is encounter even in the case of individuals; they are becoming more concerned 
with the harmonious blending of economic development with environmental and social dimensions. 
In the theoretical and practical approaches of sustainable development concept does not exist yet a scientific or 
policy clear consensus of defining the indicators of a SD model analysis, steps in this direction were made mostly by 
international bodies and institutions. Thus, the measurement of progress towards sustainable development was done 
by evaluating the objectives of sustainable development strategies. 
2. Aspects of sustainable development in the European Union 
Since 1987, when the World Commission on Environment and Development (WCED) has developed and 
published the document "Our Common Future", known as the Brundtland Report, and continuing to date numerous 
institutions that support and monitor sustainable development at global, national or regional level, have been set up. 
The United Nations (UN), the Organization for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD) and Eurostat, are 
the most important institutions for monitoring SD. 
In Europe, assessing progress towards sustainable development, in each country of EU and in the EU as a whole, 
is achieved through some sustainable development indicators (SDIs). In a report published by Eurostat every two 
years it is monitored the EU Sustainable Development Strategy (EU SDS) with the help of over 100 indicators, of 
which twelve are key indicators. The indicators used by Eurostat are divided into 10 themes, as follows: socio-
economic development, sustainable consumption and production, social inclusion, demographic changes, public 
health, climate change and energy, sustainable transport, natural resources, global partnership and good 
governance. 
This report does not aim to give an absolute assessment of whether the EU is sustainable, as there is no political 
or scientific consensus on what this state of sustainability would be, or on the optimal levels for many of the 
indicators presented here. (Eurostat, 2011) Therefore, it aims to assess whether the EU as a whole, and if Member 
States is heading towards sustainable development. 
According to Eurostat, in the last five years it can be observed a major fluctuation for the EU-27 key indicators. 
Regarding the growth rate of real GDP per capita (see Fig.1), on the whole EU we find that in 2008 it drops, and as 
a response to the economic crisis, in 2009 dropped sharply by 4.9%. After the recession period it is observed a 
positive moderate growth in two years, by 1.7% in 2010 and 1.4% in 2011, and as a result of the economic 
slowdown in the euro area, in 2012, is recorded a decrease of 0.7%. For the Member States, in terms of "socio-
economic development", the highest declines in 2009, of real GDP per capita occurred in Estonia, Latvia and 
Lithuania and also these are the countries that registered the largest increase in 2011 and moderate increase in 2012. 
Greece and Spain are the only Member States of the EU that have decreased during the last five years; Spain 
decrease is much lower than that of Greece. 
Regarding the evolution of the theme "social inclusion", it is noted that the number of people at risk of poverty or 
social exclusion in the EU during the period 2008 - 2009 was reduced by approximately 2 million, then continued to 
increase until 2011 and also a growth is estimated a for  2012. 
 
12   Viorel Cornescu and Roxana Adam /  Procedia Economics and Finance  8 ( 2014 )  10 – 16 
 
 
Source: Eurostat (online data codes: tsdpc100) 
 
Fig.1 Growth rate of real GDP per capita 
 
The EU 27 employment rate of older workers increased throughout the period 2008-2012, from 45.6% to 48.9%, 
so there has been an attenuation of demand for pension expenses. The "demographic change" theme has recorded a 
growing trend in the employment rate of older people in most of the countries, less in Greece, Portugal, Romania 
and Slovenia. 
Regarding key indicators for "climate change and energy" theme, since 2008, per assembly, the EU progress was 
relatively satisfactory. The EU economy is a bag consumer of energy and carbon, and the associates key indicators 
within this theme are closely linked to economic growth. The greenhouse gas emissions (GHG) in EU 27 decreased 
between 2008 and 2011 with about 7%. The EU member countries with the highest GHG intensity are Cyprus, 
which over this period has decrease about 13%, and Malta, whose greenhouse gas emission between 2008 and 2011 
remains constant. Also as part of this theme, the use of renewable energy in the EU has increased by almost 3%, 
while the country with the highest consumption of energy from renewable sources is Sweden, with a percentage of 
45%. 
The picture presented by the key indicator of  "global partnership" theme present a fluctuation in the EU-27 over 
the period 2008-2011, until 2010  being recorded a relatively small increase followed in 2011 by a decrease of 2% 
and forecasting a decrease of 3%  for  2012. Compared to 2010, a very low growth trend was recorded in 2011 by 
countries such as Estonia, Italy, Hungary, Malta, Portugal, Romania and Sweden. 
Is notable the EU progress in order to achieve the goals of sustainable development, with its general objective to 
continuously improve the quality of life for present and future generations, through the creation of sustainable 
communities able to manage and use resources efficiently and to tap the ecological and social innovation potential 
of economy to ensure  the prosperity, environmental protection and social cohesion  (National Strategy for 
Sustainable Development of Romania Horizons 2013-2020-2030, 2008).  
3. The importance of indicators in the sustainable development analysis 
Indicators are used by people in everyday life, and especially are providing the basis of companies or 
governments decisions. Indicators are used by people for daily decisions. Blue sky in the morning indicates that you 
should wear a t-shirt because the weather will be nice. We are always surrounded by indicators that tell us 
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something about the state of the world. Media and television are full of indicators (Acton, 2000; Bell & Morse, 
2003). 
In other words, people voluntarily or involuntarily, are always using indicators when they analyze, forecast and 
so on. Its importance is given by the fact that indicators are describing a topic of interest, reducing information 
overload for data users and provides the necessary information for decision-making. The power of the indicators it 
represents also a weak point because when it is intend to describe a wider topic of interest, the selection of one or 
more representative indicators is difficult, there is a loss of information risk or manipulation  of obtained data.  
The concept of sustainable development is based on three dimensions of well-being: economic, social and 
environmental. Between sustainable development dimensions occur complex synergies and mutual influence 
relationships (see Fig.2), therefore the lists of different lengths indicators which are attempting to capture and to 
evaluate the sustainability orientation, is due to these processes of interdependence between the three dimensions. 
There are varieties of international, national, regional programs and even for companies which attempt to provide an 
overview of issues related to sustainable development. 
It is almost impossible to give a reasonable overview of sustainable development through the use of economic, 
social and environmental indicators. Most of the programs are targeting directions of sustainable development and 
focusing on specific themes such as human needs (health, food, housing, education, equity, security, etc.), the 
economy (production and consumption patterns, etc.), renewable and non-renewable natural resources, global 
environmental issues (climate change, ozone depletion etc.), environmental quality (air, water, soil, etc.), 
globalization, institutions, etc. 
 
 
Source: Stevens C., Statistics Brief, 2005, OECD 
Fig.2 Key dimensions of sustainable development 
 
According to OECD Report - Statistics Brief, 2005, the influence relationships that may occur between the three 
dimensions of sustainable development are: 
1. Effects of economic activity on the environment (e.g., resource use, pollutant discharges, waste); 
2. Environmental services to the economy (e.g., natural resources, sink functions, contributions to economic 
efficiency and employment); 
3. Environmental services to society (e.g., access to resources and amenities, contributions to health, living and 
working conditions); 
4. Effects of social variables on the environment (e.g., demographic changes, consumption patterns, 
environmental education and information, institutional and legal frameworks);  
5. Effects of social variables on the economy (e.g., labor force, population and household structure, education and 
training; consumption levels, institutional and legal frameworks); 
6. Effects of economic activity on society (e.g., income levels, equity, employment).  
Once established, the sustainable development indicators goals are not only to capture the results but also an 
early warning about unsustainable trends of economic activity and environmental damage. Through statistics, the 
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main contribution of indicators is to forecast on the themes explored, they can also contribute to setting goals or 
benchmarks to which the development policies progress or failure can be reported. 
However, indicators may suffer errors due to: a subjective selection which their limit their coverage, gaps in the 
data filled data of rough estimates, equal weight to unequal environmental hazards, correlating indicators opaque 
units of measure, etc. Also, in some cases, sustainable development indicators and indices are not specific enough 
about the objectives provided, being able to infer conclusions that are not reflecting the progress towards sustainable 
development. 
From the literature we identify several important features that a relevant indicator should meet: 
• be specific - to clearly identify the results; 
• be measurable - preferably to be quantitative; 
• be practical – that can be used; 
• be available - allowing the necessary data collection for indicator; 
• be transparent in methodology and selection; 
• be well grounded in scientifically. 
Regarding this, a well-known example is that of Guy and Kibert (1998), which established the criteria of 
choosing indicators as follows: community involvement, links, validity (relevance), availability and access timely, 
stable and reliable, understandable, responsive, policy-relevant, representative, flexible and proactive (gives a 
warning). 
Globally, countries have built their national development policies that are expressed synthetically by means of 
indicators. The joint UNECE / OECD / Eurostat (2008) performed an analysis to identify commonalities between 
countries on general issues related to sustainable development, identifying the most important indicators of 
sustainable development: greenhouse gas emissions, education attainment, GDP per capita, collection and disposal 
of waste, biodiversity, official development assistance, unemployment rate, life expectancy (or healthy life years), 
share of energy from renewable sources, risk of poverty, air pollution, energy use and intensity, water quality, 
general government net debt, research & development expenditure,  organic farming, area of protected land, 
mortality due to selected key illnesses, energy consumption, employment rate, emission of ozone precursors, fishing 
stock within safe biological limits, use of fertilizers and pesticides, freight transport by mode, passenger transport 
by mode, intensity of water use and forest area and its utilization. The determination of the common indicators 
across countries (indicators adopted by more than 10 countries) was based on their similarity broad and not 
necessarily to the specifics of their expression. Indicators listed above were selected based on information from 22 
countries, including two non-European countries (Australia and Canada), and two international institutions (EU and 
UN), and are internationally recognized. 
4. Unity and diversity in the patterns of indicators 
The number of countries oriented towards economic development harmoniously blend with environmental 
protection policies and social protection is growing. Globally, governments have integrated sustainable development 
into national policies and strategies, setting the achievement of proposed sustainable objectives into a specific 
number of years. In the absence of a general accepted applied model existence, to the fact that theoretical parts does 
not strictly delimit the coverage of what sustainable development means and to the modalities of quantifying the 
progress towards sustainability, many countries have built their own models to monitor and forecast the sustainable 
development. Although these models are defined differently, or for any similar objectives the reference thresholds 
has different values, all have in common the basic principle of the concept that is meeting the needs of current 
generations without compromising the situation of future generations to meet their own needs regarding the three 
dimensions: economic, social and environmental. 
Governments have chosen indicators and indices, have established different modalities and units of measurement 
for indicators used according to SD objectives established and given the three dimensions. 
The vastness of elements which are embedded in the meaning of the sustainable development concept 
emphasizes how complex it would be a full measurement and monitoring analysis of the theme of interest. Given the 
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differences between countries, such as: economic strength, distribution of landforms, natural resources structure, 
education level, social class, culture and etc., somewhat explains the difficulty of defining a general sustainable 
development model analysis and perhaps even the impossibility of such action. 
Despite this obstacle, it is important that result sought by every state through the action taken is to minimize the 
negative impact on the environment and positively influence the social and economic development variables. 
The existence of a general model for assessing the progress towards achieving sustainable development, by 
reference to certain indicators, it is preferable in order to present and compare the steps taken by each country 
towards sustainability, but also to capture a regional (EU) or global wide overview. For example, in the OECD 
reports can be seen that different countries have chosen different indicators of SD analysis, yet through the overall 
monitoring of standard indicators, including the case of EU, can produce reports for monitoring the progress towards 
sustainability. OECD countries have adopted different types of sustainability structures analysis (C. Stevens, 2005), 
Sweden has structured its indicators based on the definition of sustainable development given by the Brundtland 
Report, other countries use national strategies for sustainable development as a framework for defining indicators 
e.g. Austria uses over 26 key objectives which correspond to several indicators (Sustainability Barometer, 2013), 
etc.. 
A model of defining the indicators of sustainable development is the England example (Sustainable Development 
Statistics, 2013), which uses 35 indicators divided into three dimensions: economic, social and environmental. 
Ireland uses 40 indicators (Sustainable Development Indicators Ireland, 2013), divided as in England in three 
dimensions, and among them are some Eurostat indicators. 
Sustainable development indicators of Nordic countries show long-term trends in the following areas of interest 
(Nordic Sustainable Development Indicators, 2013): the Nordic welfare model; viable ecosystems, changing 
climate, sustainable use of the earth's resources, and education, research and innovation. Each area of interest 
mentioned is composed of several indicators. 
Although we can say that settlements, culture and economic development of the countries mentioned are 
relatively close, or less different from the countries of the South - Eastern Europe, we would be tempted to ask why, 
this countries,  didn’t chose a similar templates of the indicators structure? 
Although these countries have certain similarities, we couldn’t say that the SD model of a country is better than 
the model of another country, you should not forget that we are referring to different countries as geographical 
location, the natural resources, governance and economic policies. Maybe on a specific theme, we could see if an 
analysis model is better compared to another and this because of the nature of indicators chosen to be used. 
Conclusion 
The sustainable development evaluation should include three different policies, their sizes and interactions. Based 
on this, the number of relevant indicators that may be determinate varies from region to region, state to state, 
according to the specificity of each area that is intended to be evaluated in terms of sustainability. When we refer to 
two areas of interest with similar characteristics using different SDIs, an analysis could class the indicators by their 
importance to emphasize which are the most significant indicators in sustainable development analysis. For the 
characteristics of different areas of interest, achieving a relevant ranking of indicators for the different areas would 
not be relevant and most likely it will lead to loss of useful information in assessing the progress towards sustainable 
development. 
We consider that a representative general model for sustainability analysis is an ideal model that cannot go 
beyond the theoretical approach due to the number of themes and issues that this concept contains, but also due to 
the particular characteristics of each state. The specific models for assessing progress towards sustainable 
development are preferred due to the use of relevant indicators which gives a clearer picture of the sustainability 
peculiarities of the interested area. For monitoring or evaluating a general situation from a country, region or 
globally, we recommend using a conventional model for comparisons and judgments. 
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